**Abstract**

Individuals with high levels of primary psychopathy, which is associated with a reduced tendency to experience negative affect, tend to show a deficiency in experiencing affective empathy, even though cognitive empathy is left intact. Research on the biological processes underlying empathy has focused on the neuropeptides oxytocin and vasopressin due to their roles in mediating a host of social behaviors. To date, most human research has focused on the social effects of oxytocin with far fewer investigating vasopressin. Although vasopressin has often been associated with aggression in animal research, recent findings in humans suggest that vasopressin may increase prosocial behavior. Using a randomized, double-blind, placebo controlled, between-subjects design, we investigated the main effect of intranasal administration of vasopressin compared to placebo on empathic responses -- personal distress and empathic concern -- in 83 healthy university students (60 female; Mean Age = 20.84, SD = 2.80). In addition, we investigated the moderating role of psychopathy on the effect of vasopressin on empathic responding.

Results showed no significant main effect of drug condition on empathic responses. However, a significant interaction effect between drug condition and primary psychopathy was found for personal distress and a marginally significant interaction effect was found for empathic concern. Simple effects analyses showed significant negative correlations between primary psychopathy and personal distress as well as empathic concern in the placebo group, but not in the vasopressin group. In addition, among participants with higher levels of primary psychopathy (i.e., +1 SD above the mean) vasopressin increased personal distress and empathic concern compared to placebo.

Results suggest that vasopressin increases emotional arousal and empathic responding in individuals with higher levels of primary psychopathy. This calls for further research on the biological substrates of empathy with focus on vasopressin.
